In a notebook entry of 1836, Nathaniel Hawthorne imagines death not in the more conventional images of the grim reaper or the devil but as "a great parent" that "comes and sweeps them all through one darksome portal,-all his children" (8: 22-23) . What is most fearsome about death is its power to annihilate the self, to sweep those in its wake into a "darksome portal" from which there is no return. Mortality is at the service, not of an inexorable natural force, but of a tyrannical father who imposes his will with a social and political authority. The human family is linked primarily by their responses to this grim paternal sweeper. Formulating these responses to evade the fact of personal annihilation or to "get over" death is the work of culture, and for this reason Michel de Certeau assumes that death "organizes" civilization.
1
The dynamic equilibrium of a culture can be measured by the way it allays the terror of annihilationism and answers death.
In The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne tests this assumption by writing a pseudo-history of a culture whose males are obsessed with "last things" and their own ephemerality. They reconstitute their nature, perhaps unconsciously, on the basis of their measure of what will sustain the illusion of the infinity of the self. Dimmesdale dissociates himself from death at the cost of his relationship with Hester. But what is remarkable is that in telling Dimmesdale's story Hawthorne does not present his fantasy as some unique expression of a peculiar inner life. Dimmesdale may be perverse but his fantasy is the logical extension of his culture's assumptions about holy living and holy dying. Dimmesdale's male death fantasy of autonomy and self-perpetuation, a fantasy that is presented as so culturally viable that the community is complicit in its performance, is at the center of the Christian scheme of immortality.
The conjunction of redemption, narcissism, and misogyny that this fantasy perpetuates is responsible for much of what is antithetical to life and happiness in Hawthorne's portrayal of Puritan Boston. This system of holy living and holy dying discloses that Christianity has embedded in its theological core a disturbing constellation of virility, immortality, and management of women. In more general terms, The Scarlet Letter reveals the reasons that a Christian culture like Puritan Boston fosters attitudes that allow some men to do violence to women.
The Scarlet Letter presents Hawthorne's version of the cost exacted on women and on men by this conception of immortality played out by the males of Puritan Boston and explores its personal and social consequences. The novel hints at the failure of the culture's construction, specifically as it is shaped by Christian rituals, for answering its need for power over death. At the same time, it projects an alternative solution to the problem of death-one invested in Hester-that appears to be modern in its secular logic, but, at base, is equally conservative in its preservation of the primacy of the male order.
The Art of Dying
The ambivalent response of the novel's contemporary reviewers to Dimmesdale was determined, in part, by the ways Hawthorne draws upon the Christian tradition to transcribe a myth of Christian living and dying which would seem historically accurate. Hawthorne needed to create a portrait that was compatible in some respects with his contemporaries' most popular ideas about Christianity. In short, the Christianity of Puritan Boston had to be recognizable to his contemporaries as Christianity. At the same time, I suspect that Hawthorne wanted his account to be sufficiently different so that critiquing Christianity would not remove the author from the safety of his characteristic "neutral territory" perspective (1: 36).
